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Boosting Chinese ESL 
Students’ Active Participation 
in Classrooms in the U.S.:  
A Handbook for Teachers
By Cuiying Rhodes
Introduction 
By understanding Chinese students’ background and their learning 
obstacles, American ESL educators will be able to increase their teaching 
effectiveness and boost in-class participation with Chinese ESL students. 
At the same time, it will also reduce American ESL educators’ feelings of 
ineffectiveness and increase direct engagement with the students to 
meet their specific needs. 
This handbook provides insight and knowledge necessary to 
identify common needs and deficiencies with a majority of students as 
well as how to combat these problems. By applying the handbook 
procedures and strategies, it will create an effective and efficient learning 
environment and provide students with a better learning experience, 
which increases the speed and absorption of the language itself.  
Why do Chinese students stay quiet in class?  
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I only understand 
and remember some 
of the lectures. I don’t 
have time to write down 
notes in class and I forget 
almost everything. 
I don’t want to ask 
questions because my 
classmates will laugh at me 
and my teacher will think I 
am not paying attention.
My teacher doesn’t 
care about me. I can do 
whatever I want. Other 
students always say 
whatever they want. I wish 
I could do that. 
I have to give 
presentations all the 
time! My English is 
not good and I don’t 
think others can 
understand me! 
My teacher does 
not teach us much. She 
always lets us work in 
pairs or groups. Too 
many activities. I think I 
memorize more things 
by working alone. 
My parents 
always tell me what 
to do. I don’t know 





Chinese ESL Students American ESL Instructors




listen to the teachers’ 
instruction carefully and 
memorize as much 
information as possible.
teach through interacting 
with students; students learn 






take/copy notes and 
memorize on the things that 
teachers point out in the 
textbook, handouts, and on 
the board.
do not write a lot on the board; 
students should understand 
the lecture and take notes 
through active listening, and 






obey whatever the teachers 
say in class and follow 
directions carefully. 
let students to challenge the 
lecture material and encourage 




do not ask the teacher 
questions that have already 
been discussed in class. It is 
recognized as not paying 
attention or asking stupid 
questions. They will feel 
“ashamed”.
encourage students to ask 
questions. There are no stupid 
questions.
Appendix Student Handouts (Page 27)
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Step 1: Prepare five posters as following (see details on 
next page):                        
Make a Prediction                   Ask a Question 
Make a Comment                Make a Connection 
Clarify Something 
Step 2: Students read the passage silently, then answer 
the vocabulary and comprehension questions. Students 
should understand the reading before moving to step 3.  
Step 3: Divide students into groups of two or three. 
Each of the student takes turns to read a few sentences, 
then stop and say something. After that, their partner responds to 




Make a Prediction 
•  I bet that…

•  I predict that…

•  I think that…

•  I assume that…

•  I wonder if…

•  Since this happened (details), 

then I bet the next thing that is 
going to happen is …

•  Reading this part makes me think 




•  This is good/interesting because…

•  This is hard/difficult because…

•  This is confusing because…

•  I like the part where…

•  I felt sad when I read the part 
where…

•  My favorite part so far is…






•  Oh I get it. It means…

•  Now I see/understand…

•  This makes sense now…

•  No, I think it means…

•  I agree with you. This means…

•  As first I thought______ , but 
now I think…






•  Why did…

•  What’s this part about…

•  What would happen if…

•  Who is…

•  What does this section ______ 
mean…

•  Do you think that…





Make a Connection 
•   This reminds me of…

•  This part is like…

•  This character … is like ______ 
because…

•  This is similar to…

•  The differences are…

•  I also (name something in the text 
that has also happened to you)…

•  I never (name something in the text 
that has never happened to you)…

•  This character makes me think of…
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Step 1: Preparation: provide Two Column Note-Taking Sheets and Note-Taking 
Symbols to the students (see student handouts).  
Step 2: Use & Teach Transitional words: using Transitional Words in teaching can 
help students to predict and identify what is coming next. Therefore, students are able to grasp 
more main and important contents of a lecture (see Transitional Words next page).  
Step 3: Lecture: write down key words on board during the lecture, and give students 
a few minutes to jog down their notes on the Two Column Note-Taking Sheets 
between the important points.  
Step 4: Compare Notes: divide the class into pairs or groups depend on the class 
size. One student starts to read or interpret their notes first, their partners will compare 
their notes to it then add something to it, or give an example to clarify that point. 
Step 5: Group Activities: give each group an exercise assignment from the textbook 
or worksheets. Then each group works together to complete it, which encourages the 





Addition furthermore, again, also, further, moreover, besides, likewise, in addition
Cause because, for this reason, due to
Effect consequently, hence, as a result, thus, therefore
Classification groups, categories, elements, classes, parts
Comparison in a similar way, similarly, parallel to, likewise, in a like manner
Contrast
on the other hand, bigger than, but, 
however, conversely, on the contrary, 
although, nevertheless
Definition can be defined, means, for example, like
Description is, as, is made up of, could be described as
Generalization and Example to restate, that is, for example, to illustrate, to clarify, for instance
Location and Spatial Order
next to, near, below, above, close by, within, 
without, adjacent to, beside, around, to the 
right or left side, opposite
Simple Listing also, another, several, for example
Summary in conclusion, briefly, to sum up, in short
Time order, Sequence, or 
Narration
first, second, third, finally, after, before, next, 










 Due to the very different educational perspectives, 
American ESL teachers encounter difficulties engaging 
Chinese students in class participation. Checking on Chinese 
ESL students’ comprehension is hard because they often hear 
“yes” or nothing from the students when they ask the students 
whether they understand the information or not. In fact, saying 
“yes,” nodding their head, or smiling at the teacher does not 
mean that the students truly understand what they were asked, 
it just means, “I heard you” in Chinese culture. 
In order to check and improve Chinese students’ 
understanding, Answer Comparison (see Student Handout) 
activity allows the students to further examine their knowledge 
by giving explicit explanations to questions and comparing 
their own answers with their partners. They have the choice of 
either supporting their own answers, or changing their 
answers if they believe their partner’s have a better 
explanation. They can also select I don’t know what to do and 
then get clarification from their teachers.  
Instead of having the option of giving standard answers 
directly, students who come up with their own answer keys will 
not only enhance retention, but also boost self-confidence. 
During the discussions, their communicative competency will 
be focused on. 
Background
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  Directions: 
Step 1: give students a pop quiz about their previous class or directly 
use their homework exercises. 
Step 2: prepare Answer Key Log sheets (see Student Handouts) and 
divide students in pairs or small groups. 
Step 3: explain the form to the students. Students will compare their 
answers in groups. They will write down the number of the questions 
that they have different answers from others. Then they can choose to keep their 
answer because they can use supporting evidences to explain their answers, or 
change their answers because their partner explains their reasons and they 
realize they have made mistakes. Otherwise, they can choose I don’t know or I 
am not sure what to do. 
Step 4: students have to write down the number on the board of the 
questions that they are not sure about. So other groups can help to 






Type to enter text
Many Chinese students are afraid of answering 
questions or asking questions in class due to many factors, 
such as, language barriers, lack of self-confidence, or face-
saving behaviors. One effective way to avoid students face-
saving behaviors and improve their confidence is by 
building personal connections. Once they feel more 
comfortable in class, they will be less anxious and more 
active.  
Most Chinese students are not used to making 
appointments to meet with their teachers for asking 
quest ions or gett ing suggest ions due to thei r 
communicative competency. Students would rather ask 
other students or someone else about their concerns 
instead of the teacher. Also, they are afraid of not being 
understood by their teacher, or if they ask stupid questions, 
their teacher might think less of them.  
To help the students get over their challenges, 
American ESL teachers could require the students to meet 
with them during their office hours. It depends on the class 
size and the amount of time they have. They can meet once 
or twice per month. During this meeting, students can 
choose, prepare and discuss any of the following suggested 
topics with the teacher.  
Background
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Type to enter text
Directions: 
Step 1: add office hour connections into the class syllabus. 
Students are required to make appointments to meet with the 
teacher once or twice a month or a semester.  
Step 2: give students a handout of topics including: common 
conversation topics, culturally responsive topics, and sample 
interview questions to the teacher.  The handout also includes some 
common expressions of how to ask for further clarification on their 
questions or concerns.  
Step 3: students can choose to use the suggested topics from 
the handout as a guideline or share something that they are 
interested in. They need to provide an outline for the meeting and make a 




1. What do you do for fun?

2. What is your goal in five years?

3. Bring 5 photos of you and your family or 
friends. Introduce the people in those photos 
or tell some interesting stories between you 
and them. 
Notes:   
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Culturally Responsive Topics
1. Do you have the similar holidays as 
the U.S., such as, Christmas or 
Thanksgiving? What is it? How do you 
celebrate it? 
2. What do you like about America? 
3. What are your current struggles?
Notes:   
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Interview your teacher
1.What is the best or worst thing about 
being a teacher? 
2. If you won a lottery and decided to quit 
teaching, what would you do instead? 
3. Are there any unforgettable teaching 
moments your are willing to share? What 
are they? 
4. How do you spend your summer breaks?
Notes: (You have to make connections with your teacher 
after they answer your questions.)
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• I don’t understand this … Can you explain it 
to me again?

• I understand this when you taught us in 
class, but I got lost when I was doing my 
homework.

• Does this mean…?

• I am not sure if I understand this 
assignment. Can you give me an example?
Questions and Concerns





Using abbreviations and symbols can write notes quickly. The 
following abbreviations and symbols in common use in note-taking are 
adapted from Bukhari, S. I. S., Almani, A. S. & Mugheri, R. A. (2014). In 
addition, students can add more of their personal abbreviations and 
symbols in these tables. 
Table 1
Abbreviation Meaning Abbreviation Meaning
cf. compare (with) Wrt Write
et al. and others Rt Right
W/ with (something) Yr /yrs Year, years
W/o Without Vs versus, as opposed to
W/i Within Ch Chapter
i.e. that is Q Question
e.g. for example A Answer
Etc. et cetera, so forth Ex Example
B/c Because wd Word
B/4 Before Wds Words
Re: regarding, about Diff Difference
Esp. Especially Pl People
Min. Minimum Info Information
Max. Maximum
ASAP as soon as possible
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Table 2
Symbol Meaning Symbol Meaning
→ leads to, produces, causes, 
makes
~ about, approximately
← comes from, is the result of Ft foot, feet
-↑ increased, increasing, goes up, 
rises
X Times
↓ decreased, decreasing, lower, 
less 
> greater than
& and < less than
@ at $ money, cost, price
/ per % percent
P page ~ approximately, more or less
Pp pages ! important
¶ paragraph # number
§ section no. number
? question #s numbers
+ plus, in addition, and, also ht height
- minus 2 to, two, too
= equal to, is because
not equal, is not therefore
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            Date:____________________
Two Column Note-Taking Sheets 
Key words It means…
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Answer Comparison                           Date: 






I should change my answer 
because…
My answer is correct 
because…
I don’t 
know/I am 
not sure 
what to 
do..
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